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Hello, gentle readers, and welcome to the RPG Reload, the regular feature 
where we maintain a healthy fear of Etna. Last month, we took a look at the 
early history of the tactical RPG genre followed by its blossoming in the 
1990s. It was an important time for the genre, as the vague concepts of the 
1980s were finally drawn together into a functional set of genre guidelines. 
While the genre really started to take off in Japan, things went a different 
way in the West. Besides occasional hits like X-COM, Western game 
developers were largely focused on a considerably more popular sister 
genre, the real-time strategy game. This gap would only become wider as 
time went on. This month, we're taking a look at some of the significant 
tactical RPGs of the 2000s, as the Japanese variation of the genre rode a 
massive wave of popularity worldwide off the back of Final Fantasy Tactics. 


The split between Japan and the West, consoles and PCs, and the players of 
all types was at perhaps its peak divisiveness in the early 2000s. Although 
turn-based strategy games remained popular among PC gamers, particularly 
realistic war simulations, the RPG variant was rare. MicroProse had some 
serious financial troubles that kept it from properly taking advantage of X- 
COM's success, and Sir-Tech was running on fumes as Jagged Alliance 2 
went out the door. Between Blizzard's StarCraft and Warcraft games and 
Westwood's Command & Conquer series, the RTS genre was firing on all 
cylinders. PC RPGs, long a reliable source of tactical combat, had turned to a 
somewhat more active model in the wake of Bioware’s success with Bal/dur’s 
Gate. Still, there were a few developers kicking away at the TRPG genre in 
the West, and I'll try to mix the highlights in with the absolute sea of 
Japanese TRPGs from this decade. 


PlayStation 1 TRPGs 


Square's Final Fantasy Tactics had busted the TRPG genre wide open on 
PlayStation, and it didn’t take time for others to follow. Square themselves 
followed the game up with the excellent Front Mission 3, the first game in the 
series to release outside of Japan. Games like Kartia, Brigandine, Vanguard 
Bandits, and Rhapsody somehow all saw releases outside of Japan, and 
other games like Saiyuki, Hoshigami, and the Arc the Lad Collection gave 
Western console fans something to enjoy in the system's twilight years. Over 
in Japan, series like Langrisser, Super Robot Wars, and Summon Night were 
enjoying considerable popularity. One very notable Japan-only release late in 
the PlayStation’'s life was Tear Ring Saga, which released in 2001. Developed 
by the creator of Fire Emblem, Shouzou Kaga, the game was perhaps a little 
to close to his prior work at Nintendo. The company ended up taking both 
Kaga's development studio and his publisher, Enterbrain, to court. They 
eventually settled the case and the game was allowed to continue to be sold. 


Fire Emblem Goes West 


Nintendo's Game Boy Advance shot out like a rocket, giving the company a 
leg to stand on even as their console business went through some choppy 
waters. The Fire Emblem series had missed the Nintendo 64 entirely, and the 
decision was made to release some games in the series on the company’s 
new handheld. To help promote that new game, Nintendo included its hero in 
its latest Super Smash Bros. fighting game on their new console, the 
Gamecube. Roy proved to be so popular among Western players that 
Nintendo of America decided to finally take a chance on releasing a Fire 
Emblem game outside of Japan. Curiously, the game they opted to localize 
wasn't Roy's game, which had released scant months after Smash's late 
2001 debut. Rather, they brought over the game's prequel, which had come 
out in early 2003. Fire Emblem launched on the Game Boy Advance in North 
America in late 2003, with releases in Europe and Australia in the following 
year. 


As it had gone for its Intelligent Systems stablemate Advance Wars, Fire 
Emblem proved to be a solid seller in the West, putting the series ona 
regular localization schedule for the next few installments. The Game Boy 


Advance crowd seemed to enjoy strategy games, and the genre enjoyed a 
bit of success on the platform. Ogre Battle prequel Tactics Ogre: The Knight 
of Lodis released worldwide to reasonable success, giving handheld players 
a taste of something very similar to Final Fantasy Tactics. Speaking of that 
game, it finally got a follow-up, and for whatever reason, Square decided to 
put it on Nintendo's handheld. Final Fantasy Tactics Advance came out a few 
months ahead of Fire Emblem in 2003. It sold well and was generally 
praised, but some of its gameplay and story choices proved to be divisive for 
fans of the original game. Over in Japan, plenty of Super Robot Wars games 
were released on the system as well. One surprise appearance on Game Boy 
Advance was Julian Gollop, the creator of X-COM. In 2005, after the 
Nintendo DS launched, Gollop's Rebelstar: Tactical Command was released. 


Freedom Rings on PC 


While things were pretty quiet on the PC front for the genre, there were a few 


companies still plugging away at it. Notably, Irrational Games did a superhero 
take on the genre with their Freedom Force series. It feels like Freedom 
Force was just a little bit too early to take advantage of the big superhero 
boom to come. | wonder how a new game in the series would fare today? 
Publisher 1C Company was publishing TRPGs from a number of developers, 
with the Silent Storm series from Russian developer Nival proving to be quite 
a success. Interplay was on its last legs, but it managed to release Fallout 
Tactics: Brotherhood of Steel, which was a TRPG take on their already- 
strategic Fallout RPG series. Aside from those few holdouts, not many 
Western developers were doing much with the genre. Over in Japan, 
however, quite a few TRPGs were released for the domestic market. Like 
most PC-exclusive Japanese games from that period, however, they were 
mostly an excuse to strip cute anime girls down to their skivvies or less. 
Some of these games had solid mechanics, but you'd best be fast with the 
ALT-Tab if you're going to play them in polite company. 


The PlayStation 2's Hours of Darkness 


Although you would have expected Square or Konami to capitalize on the 
successes of their TRPGs from the previous generation, the genre's crown 
during the 2000s would end up going to a very unlikely source. The 
developer behind the PlayStation game Rhapsody, Nippon Ichi, continued to 
work in the TRPG genre after the move to Sony's new console. In 2003 their 
latest game, Disgaea: Hour of Darkness, was released worldwide. The game 
ended up being a surprise hit, selling out shipment after shipment. It had a 
lot of appealing points and wasn't afraid to play with genre conventions. The 
story and characters were a lot of fun, the gameplay mechanics practically 
begged you to break them as much as you wanted, and it offered near 
limitless potential for grinding and powering your team up. Disgaea kicked 
off a series that continues to this day and has served as the backbone for 
Nippon Ichi's finances for nearly 15 years. Following the release of Disgaea, 
Nippon Ichi put out a number of other TRPGs along similar lines. 


The PlayStation 2 also saw a ton of releases from Idea Factory. A number of 
Spectral Souls and Generation of Chaos games came out on the platform, 
though Western gamers would have to wait for later ports to play most of 
them. Banpresto’s Summon Night and Super Robot Wars games enjoyed 
continued success on the platform in Japan, and Fire Emblem's creator 
released his final commercial game to date, Berwick Saga, which 
distinguished itself from Fire Emblem in a number of interesting ways. 
Square kept their Front Mission series going, releasing Front Mission 4 
worldwide and Front Mission 5 in Japan only. It was an unfortunate decision. 
Front Mission 4 wasn't as good as the third game had been and ended up 
selling quite poorly. Front Mission 5 was incredible and deserved a 
worldwide audience, in my opinion. In other Japan-exclusive happenings, 
SEGA had ported most of the Sakura Wars games over to the PlayStation 2. 
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The Rest of the Decade 


The TRPG genre came in hard on both PSP and Nintendo DS, with excellent 
games like Level 5's Jeanne d‘Arc and Square's Final Fantasy Tactics A2 
leading the charge. The original titles were supported by ports of many 
popular TRPGs from the past, with everything from the original Final Fantasy 
Tactics to Disgaea showing up. Still, the genre was showing signs of slowing 
down. Fire Emblem went through an extraordinary rough patch in this period 
and appeared to be in danger of cancellation after poor sales of its Nintendo 
Wii and Nintendo DS installments. On consoles, the genre was being held 
down almost entirely by Nippon Ichi and Idea Factory, whose games felt like 
they were being made for an increasingly narrow niche of players. SEGA had 
a hit that caught them by surprise in Valkyria Chronicles for the PlayStation 3 
but failed to make much of its success in the West, confusingly opting to put 
its sequel on the PSP and changing the tone entirely. 


In spite of the genre seemingly falling out of vogue, Square Enix chose to 
make their first iOS release a TRPG. Song Summoner came out for iPods in 
2008, heralding the company's arrival in the smart device market. Still, it 
looked as though TRPGs were going to have to survive on a healthy niche 
going into the next decade. You'd be forgiven for thinking the genre was 
down for the count, of course, but anyone who believed that firmly would be 
in for a real awakening only a few years later. But that’s a story for next 
month, isn’t it? 
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We'll finish things up with this mini-series next month when we take a look at 
the big TRPGs of the decade we're living and breathing at the moment. Be 
sure to let me know what you think in the comments below, and feel free to 
share your memories and opinions on any TRPGs from the 2000s. Also, 
don't forget to check out the | 

in the forums. There's still plenty of time to join in on the 
fun! As for me, I'll be back next week with an RPG Reload File. Thanks for 
reading! 


Next Week's Reload: Fa/rune 


